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RecreationaI Use
of State Forests
in  MI|dIAmerica
ln  the  early  years  between  1920  and
1935, state forest land was not a consider-
ation  for  recreational  use.  But  since  the
1930's,    increased    attention    has    been
brought  to  the  role  of  state  forests  and
state  parks  in  providing  outdoor  recrea-
tional opportunities.
by Ted J. Born
FormerAsst. Prof. of Forestry
Iowa State University
H. Gene Hertel
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Abstract
Increasing  levels  and   more  inten-
sive recreational  use of state  forests
in  the  central  United  States  may  be
threatening    the    quality    of    recrea-
tional  experiences  for  those  visitors
seeking   a  backcountry   type   of   en-
vironment. The size and quality of the
resources    of   these    state    forests
merit  a  management  approach  that
will  effectively  maintain  backcountry
recreational opportunities in a region
where   alternatives   to   those   oppor-
tunities   may   be  scarce   or  nonexis-
tent-
State  forests  provide  a  potentially
wide  range  of  natural   resource  rec-
reation     opportunities,     but     heavy
recreational  use  of  these  areas  is  of
relatively recent origin. Between 1920
and  1935,  when  most  acquisition  of
state forest land occurred,  recreation
was not a consideration  in the estab-
lishment    of    state    forests.     Many
states   established   state   forests   to
supply   forest   products   to   citizens
and   industry,   to   provide   game  and
fish   sanctuaries,   and   to  get  "worn
out"  eroding  lands  under  protective
cover.   Protection   of   the   land   and
restoring  its timber productivity were
the overriding concerns.
Since  the  1930's,  increased  atten-
tion  has  been  brought  to  the  role  of
state  forests  and  state  parks  in  pro-
viding   outdoor   recreational    oppor-
tunities.  A  tendency  to  try  to  make
state  forests  all  things  to  all  people
has sometimes resulted in the loss of
the  unique  backcountry  experiences
offered by many of these areas. In ad-
dition, greater use by the public often
has   resulted   in   conflicts   between
users,  an  increasd  need  for  law  en-
forcement,  greater  maintenance  ex-
pense, degradation of the natural sur-
roundings,  and  a  demand  for  better
facilities.
Management  in  Iowa  has  attemp-
ted to maintain a distinction between
the state forests and  the state  parks
in  regard  to  the  types  of  recreation
experiences  available.  The  relatively
large   size   of   the   major  Iowa   state
forests  offers  visitors  a  backcountry
experience not obtainable elsewhere
in  the  state,  and  the  development  of
facilities has been on a limited  basis.
lowa's state parks, on the other hand,
are  more  highly  developed,  and  park
users  typically  engage  in  more  con-
centrated  or  intensive  forms  of  out-
door      recreation.      Nevertheless,
recreational  use  of  the  Yellow  River
State   Forest   in   northeastern   Iowa
may have increased to a point where
the  quality and  very  nature  of  the  in-
tended   backcountry  experience  are
threatened.
We   suspected   that   other   state
forest managers in the central United
States   are,    or   soon    will    be,    en-
countering  the  same  problem.  This
concern  led  to the development of a
questionnaire designed to document
selected     characteristics    of    state
Table  1.     S®Iectod Charact®r[s'lcs ofStato Forest and S'at® Park Systems,1977.
forests  in  mid-America  and  to  iden-
tify  recreation  management  philoso-
phies and practices in those forests.
The   states   of   Ohio,   Indiana,   Illi-
nois,    Iowa,    North    Dakota,    South
Dakota,     Nebraska,     Kansas,     Okla-
homa,   and   Texas  were   included   in
the  survey.  The  criteria  for  selection
were (1) regional geographic location,
(2) a relatively small  percentage (less
than  25o/a  of  land  area  under  forest
cover,  and  (3)  a  lack  of  or  relatively
small amount of National  Forest land
within  the  state.  Oklahoma,  Nebras-
ka,  and  Kansas  have  not  established
state    forests;    thus,    the    findings
reflect   data   obtained   from   the   re-
maining seven states.
State Forest Characteristics
Table  I  summarizes  selected  char-
acteristics   of   the   state   forest   and
state  park  systems  in  Ohio,  Indiana,
Illinois,     Iowa,     North    Dakota,    and
Texas.  The  amount  of  land   in  state
forests, expressed as a percentage of
the  amount  of   land   in   state   parks,
ranges  broadly  from  five  (Texas)  to
213 (Indiana).  ln  all  seven  states,  the
number  of  state  parks  exceeds  the
number   of   state   forests,    but   the
average     size    of     individual     state
forests  exceeds  the  average  size  of
the state parks.
For   the   seven   states   surveyed,
state  forest  land  is  relatively  scarce.
In  none of the seven  states does the
amount  of  land  in  state  forests  con-
stitute  even  1  percent  of  the  state's
total   land  area.   ln  addition,  the  per-
centage   of   forested   land   in   state
State Forests                                                                                         State Parks
State                                Total Acres               Number               Average Acreage               Total Acres               Number               Average Acreage
Ohio
Indiana
Illinois
Iowa
North Dakota
South Dakota
Texas
171,121
141,000
14,750
23,750
ll,500
73,000
6,943
Or-CO{Or¢CV- 108,760
66,186
88,098
49,000
7,432
87,326
142,718
®rrOr`OCu
I`C`ItOr`r®O
-
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Yellow River State Forest in northeastern Iowa offers recreationists a variety of opportu-
nities in 6,000 acres of beautiful wooded hills and valleys.
forest  is  relatively  small,  in  all  seven
states making  up  less than 4 percent
of the total wooded area.
The   state   foresters   surveyed   re-
ported  that all  their state  forests are
open  to the public for recreation,  but
that   recreational   use   tends   to   be
secondary   to   timber   management.
Camping,      hiking,      nature     study,
picnicking,  horseback  riding,  fishing,
and   hunting   tend   to   be   the   most
encouraged  recreational  activities  in
the state  forests.  In  general,  off-road
vehicles,   snowmobiles,   and    power
boats  are  discouraged  or  prohibited.
State     forest     management     em-
phasizes  nonmechanized,  dispersed
recreation   that   assumes  (if   not   re-
quires) a more or less natural environ-
ment.
State   parks,   on   the   other   hand,
were described  as  being  more devel-
oped  and  mor'e  oriented  towards  in-
tensive recreation.  State parks  in the
seven   states   surveyed   offer   more
developed  facilities  for campers  and
other      recreationists,      including
16
showers,   flush   toilets,   and   recrea-
tional     vehicle     dumps     and     utility
llhookups."  These  amenities  are  not
found  in  the  typical  state  forests  of
mid-America.   State   forests   tend   to
cater to the nonmechanized  user and
are developed in a limited way primar-
ily to protect the resource rather than
to    provide    conveniences    for    the
camper. Most of the seven states per-
mit   a  full   range  of   camping   equip-
ment,  but two of them  discourage or
prohibit    the    use    of    large    motor
homes and  travel  trailers  in  the  state
forests.
State  parks  were  typically describ-
ed  as  being  more  heavily  used  and
regulated  than  state  forests.  In  the
latter,   length-of-stay  restrictions  are
the   primary   use-limitation   manage-
ment  tool.  State  park  managers,  on
the  other  hand,   usually  are  able  to
restrict  camping  to  designated  sites
and to charge fees as well as to limit
length  of  stay.  A  few  states  have  or
soon  will   have  advance  registration
procedures in their park systems.
The   findings   indicate   that,   while
state forest  management has  permit-
ted vehicularaccess to campgrounds
and   picnic  areas,   managers  are  at-
tempting   to   provide   a   backcountry
kind  of  experience  away  from  the  in-
tensively used  sites as an alternative
to  the  type  of  use  and  management
characteristic of the more developed,
intensively    used    state    parks.    Be-
cause     recreationists     use     camp-
grounds  as  bases  for  extensive  ac-
tivities  such  as  hunting,  fishing,  and
hiking, the success of this attempt to
provide   a    backcountry   experience
would  seem  to depend  on  how  state
forest managers respond to the ever-
increasing   use  and  development  of
theirmore popularcamping areas.
Conclusion
lt   is   ironic   that,   while   large   por-
tions of state forests  in  mid-America
have been managed for primitive, dis-
persed  kinds  of  recreational  activity
that require a natural environment of-
fering  opportunity  for  solitude,  man-
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Increasing use of lowa's Yellow F]iver State Forest may threaten the quality of the recre-
ational experience for some visitors.
agement  techniques  that  effectively
limit  amounts  of  use  have  been  uti-
lized  primarily  in the state  parks.  The
time  may  have  been   reached  when
the  contradiction  between  a  minimal
regulation   approach   to   camping  (in
particular)  and  a  situation  that  calls
for  a   strong   use-limitation   strategy
must   be   resolved.   The   alternatives
seem   clear:  (1)   the  maintenance  of
the   character   of   the   intended   ex-
periences    for    which    many    state
forests  have  been  managed  through
effective    limits    on    the    type    and
amount of  use  a, (2)  a change  in  the
character of recreational experiences
as   sites   are   developed   to   accom-
modate   increasing   levels  and   more
intensive types of use. lf the latter oc-
curs, the current distinction  between
state  parks  and  state  forests  in   re-
gard to the nature of recreational use
ofeachwill no longerbemeaningful.
Designated  campsites,  rigid  capa-
city  limits,  and  stringently  enforced
length-of-stay   restrictions   could   be
used  to  effectively  limit  the  amount
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of   recreationa'   use.   lf   demand   ex-
ceeds  supply,  some  kind  of  advance
reservation  system  would  help to  re-
duce  the  amount  of  frustration  that
results when  users arrive at the gate
and are turned away because capaci-
ty    in    a    particular   area    has    been
reached.
Limiting    the    amount    of    recrea-
tional  use can  be accomplished  with
less  difficulty  than  changing  the  ex-
isting type of use.  'f one of the objec-
tives  of  state  forest  management  is
to     provide     quality     backcountry
recreational  experiences,  an  implica-
tion might be that camping should be
tent-type and  on a walk-in  basis on/y.
F`eversion   to   this   kind   of   camping
would  be difficult and,  in some situa-
tions,  perhaps  impossible.  However,
if    the    forest    manager    wants    to
achieve    backcountry    objectives    in
the camping area pe, se, as well as in
the    surrounding    environment,    this
issue of change  in  type of  use would
be unavoidable.
lf  the  state  forests  in  mid-America
are   to   continue   to   provide   recrea-
tional   experiences   unique   ot   their
settings,  size,  and  resource  quality,
effective   limits   on   the   amount   and
kind of use of those forests may have
to  be  set  and  enforced   in  the  near
future.  The  alternative  will  be  to  blur
the distinction  between state forests
and  state  parks  and  destroy  the  uni-
que   and    valuable    recreational    op-
portunities  that   the  forests  can   of-
fer.    I
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